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Sawy designer brought 
style to Belvedere City Hall 



ELLIOT KARLAN/ FOR THE ARK 

Interior designer and long-time Belvedere resident Connie Wiley sat several terms on the City Council and was twice appointed mayor. She 
was one of the original organizers of the Friday Nights on Main events. 


By MICHELLE ASCHWALD 

maschwald@thearknewspaper.com 

VOLUNTEERING FOR A CAUSE or 
organization is often accidental — 
one just happens to be in the right 
place at the right time expressing passion. 

In the case of Corinne "Connie" Wiley, she 
exhibited community pride at a Belvedere 
Planning Commission meeting in 1992 and 
thus began her many years of civic dedica- 
tion. 

"I was attending the commission meeting concerning 
the historic Blanding House and put my hand up to com- 
ment, and that was it — I got recruited for a post on the 
board," says Wiley, who has been a resident of Belvedere 
for 54 years. 

"The home was in terrible shape, and as an interior 
designer it was natural that I would want it restored. I told 
the board that the home is our history." 

The 10,000-square-foot landmark estate, commissioned 
by San Francisco lawyer Gordon Blanding at the turn of 
the 20th century, sits at the tip of Belvedere Island. Wiley 
had known its most recent owner, Bernard Raouls, who 
had died in a plane crash. The home was in disrepair and 
there was talk of demolition. However, the city wanted the 
heritage home preserved. 

Meanwhile, Wiley began her appointed four years of 
service on the Planning Commission, followed by elections 
to eight years on the City Council, including two stints as 
mayor, and then to the Sanitary District No. 5 board, where 
she was twice president in her five-year stint. 

Local asset 

In 2005, Wiley was honored as Belvedere Citizen of the 
Year for her many years of volunteerism. Her friends and 
colleagues remembered the collaboration. 

"Connie's love of numbers and facility with finance is 
probably the reason for her success in city government," 
Vice Mayor Claire McAuliffe says. "And this ability prob- 
ably comes from her profession as an interior designer." 

McAuliffe says she initially met Wiley while volunteer- 
ing for the Belvedere-Tiburon Library, then at the Belvedere 
Community Foundation, and the two eventually served 
together on the sanitary board. 

"She is a role model for people who want to be of service 
to their community — very effective and strategic," McAu- 
liffe says. "Her love of Belvedere has been constant — there 
is no project too small for her — she makes time for Belve- 
dere and we make time for her." 

Roger Felton, chairman of the Belvedere Historic Pres- 
ervation Committee, recalled that Wiley volunteered to 
manage the restoration of council chambers at City Hall. 

"Connie is always involved with decor, celebrations and 
good taste," he says. "She has been at the helm of many 
enjoyable large civic events: Nights in Venice, the bicenten- 
nial celebration, the 100th anniversary of Belvedere, Friday 
Nights on Main Street and the city block parties. 

"No matter the task or event, Connie steps it up several 
degrees," Felton says. 

Neighbor and friend Cherril Scarth says that Wiley will 
probably be orchestrating local events forever. 

"She is always dancing up front at the park concerts — 
it is obvious that she loves being an important member of 
this community," Scarth says. 

Designing woman 

Prior to civic involvement, Wiley honed her leadership 
skills as a small businesswoman. 

"I learned leadership by founding an interior design 
business in the early '60s when many women were not 
working," Wiley says. "One has to be a leader to earn sales 
and clients." 

She has had clientele throughout the Bay Area and 


continues with a few private clients. 

After growing up in St. Francis Wood in San Francisco 
and attending Miss Burke's School, now the Katherine 
Delmar Burke School, the native Californian went to the 
University of California at Berkeley, where she earned a 
degree in interior design. After graduating, she worked for 
Macy's at Union Square for four years. 

"My father joked that I went to college to sell pots and 
pans," she says. "However, Macy's had a comprehensive 
training program in the home furnishings department. It 
was all about sales — I was on commission and did very 
well." 

In 1960, she and her young family moved to Belvedere. 
Her parents lived nearby, as they had built a home on the 
lagoon to escape the fog of San Francisco. 

As a member of the American Society of Interior 
Designers, she formed her own company: Corinne Wiley 
Interior Design. 

"I searched the Yellow Pages and cold-called contrac- 
tors," Wiley says. "There was a lot of housing development 
in Marin County during the early '60s, so I contacted 
contractors who were building spec homes and offered my 
services." 

"They often laughed at me because they did not under- 
stand the work of a professional interior designer, but I 
got a lot of business and eventually clients," she says. "I 
gave advice on color, accessories, lighting and plumbing 
fixtures." 

With an impressive track record of more than 50 years 
in the design industry, her work has been featured in 
numerous publications including House Beautiful, Califor- 
nia Country, San Francisco Interiors and the San Francisco 
Chronicle. 

Her work was displayed at the San Francisco, Marin 
and peninsula benefit designer showcases. 

One of her famous clients was Vivian Vance, who played 
Ethel on the TV show "I Love Lucy." For eight years, Vance 
rented a Beach Road waterfront cottage next door to Wiley, 
where she lived until she passed away at age 70 in 1979. 
"Vivian enjoyed the cottages as much as I did," Wiley says. 

For over 35 years, Wiley resided in two different Belve- 
dere Land Company waterfront cottages of approximately 
2,000 square feet located on Beach Road. 

"They are wonderful 1895 restored cottages with a 
special aura," she says. "There are special carved wooden 
archangels on the water side of the home. I had a captivat- 
ing view of San Francisco and the bay. If a charity wished 
to use my residence for an event, I would always open the 


door. I never experienced an unhappy day living in the 
cottages." 

She has recently moved to her parents' former home 
with her orange tabby named Crackers. 

"I love living here on the water — whether it was Belve- 
dere Cove or now on the lagoon," she says. 

Her two daughters were raised in Belvedere: Laurie 
Everson of Loomis and Paige Peterson of New York City. 
The extended family includes five grandchildren and four 
great-grandchildren. 

Competitive spirit 

Wiley had a very public persona as a city administrator 
and businesswoman. However, what many people might 
not know is she has been a life-long competitive U.S. Tennis 
Association-ranked doubles and singles tennis player — 
who played at 5.0 level at her best — and just quit the sport 
five years ago. 

"I was quite good and played at a high level most of my 
life," Wiley says. 

After a successful high school varsity experience, she 
went on to play collegiate tennis at U.C. Berkeley. She 
briefly played on the Canadian circuit after college before 
she started employment with Macy's. 

As a member of the Belvedere Tennis Club for many 
years, she served on the board, did some interior design 
projects for the club and played competitive tennis through- 
out the Bay Area. The club team once traveled to China. 

"We took our tennis rackets up on the Great Wall," 
Wiley says. "The Chinese thought we were nuts. Some of 
our balls bounced into Mongolia!" 

As an adult, Wiley learned to play bridge and now 
enjoys the challenge of the card game. 

She is currently serving on the Citizens Flood Zone 
Committee and has been on the Tiburon Peninsula Cham- 
ber of Commerce board for a decade. 

"Starting Friday Nights on Main Street with Steve Sears 
(of Sam's Anchor Cafe) and Angelo Servino (of the name- 
sake restaurant) was a great collaboration for the Tiburon 
Peninsula community and local businesses," Wiley says. 

She says it is time for someone to replace her on the 
chamber board. 

"Sometimes, it pays to put your hand up and get 
involved," Wiley says. 


Contributor Michelle Aschwald has been writing for 
The Ark since 2006. 
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